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Innovative thinking

Greg Harasen

he veterinary orthopedic world lost a major figure last

spring when Dr. Barclay Slocum died of cancer in
Eugene, Oregon. Dr. Slocum was one of those indi-
viduals who thought “outside the box,” and stimulated
many significant developments in small animal
orthopedics.

Among his innovations was the trochlear wedge
recession technique for stabilizing luxating patellas
(1). Previously, shallow trochlear grooves were deepened
by “rongeuring” away the articular cartilage. Morbidity
was high and the quality of the fibrocartilage that
formed after the trochlear sulcoplasty was often poor.
Slocum’s solution was to cut a V-shaped wedge from the
trochlear groove, deepen the resulting defect, and then
replace the cartilage-bone wedge to produce a deeper
trochlear groove while preserving the articular cartilage.
This ingenious approach still represents the standard of
care for treating luxating patellas 16 y after the publi-
cation of Slocum’s landmark paper (1). He also demon-
strated that the depth of the trochlear wedge should be
equal to the width of the saw cut multiplied by the
cosine of the angle of the trochlear wedge apex, divided
by 2, and then divided by the sine of the angle of the
wedge’s apex. Talk about thinking outside the box!

Slocum lent his hand to the problem of canine hip dys-
plasia when he was the first to suggest splitting the
femur sagittally distad from the trochanteric fossa
and inserting plastic wedges into the sagittal cut, effec-
tively “lengthening” the femoral neck. His femoral
neck lengthening osteotomy seated the femoral head
more deeply into the acetabulum (2).

Slocum’s modification and marketing of his triple
pelvic osteotomy plates have had a significant impact on
the surgical treatment of dysplastic young dogs.

Arguably, Slocum’s greatest, and certainly the most
controversial, impact on small animal orthopedics is
his approach to cranial cruciate ligament (CCL) rupture
in the dog. In a 1983 paper, he described cranial tibial
thrust as a force vector directed craniodistad along the
top of the tibial plateau in the stifle of the standing
dog. The cranial cruciate ligament was identified as a pas-
sive restraint of this force vector and he postulated that
this might play a role in the pathophysiology of cruciate
rupture (3). The challenge was to devise a way to sur-
gically counteract the cranial tibial thrust in the CCL defi-
cient patient. Slocum’s initial solution was to perform a
closing wedge transverse osteotomy in the cranial aspect
of the proximal third of the tibia, stabilized by a bone
plate. The attempt was to “level” the tibial plateau in the
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standing animal, thus neutralizing the cranial tibial
thrust force vector (4). Slocum’s refinement of the
technique became known as the tibial plateau leveling
osteotomy (TPLO) (5,6). Then the controversy started!
Slocum patented the procedure and the equipment
used in performing it. He was accused of providing
few details and clinical results in his lectures and
publications on the subject. The TPLO procedure was
taught out of his practice and, up to the time of his
death, the waiting list to take the course was long.
Tibial plateau leveling osteotomy graduates were
prohibited from teaching the technique to others and
formed a ready market for TPLO plates and surgical
equipment designed by Slocum.

The whole notion of bypassing the traditional route of
sharing scientific knowledge with and having it scruti-
nized by one’s colleagues rubbed many the wrong way.
Others applauded his efforts to benefit financially from
his own innovations.

My lasting impression of Slocum will be from the
1996 meeting of the American College of Veterinary
Surgeons: he found himself on a panel with Dr. Gail
Smith from the University of Pennsylvania, who has pio-
neered, published, and lectured extensively on the fibu-
lar head transposition technique for cruciate repair, and
Dr. Don Hulse from Texas A&M University, who has
been a strong proponent of the intracapsular approach to
cruciate ligament. The 3 engaged in an exchange of
very frank views on the management of cruciate disease.
The atmosphere was electric and Slocum gave as good
as he got!

The most recent meeting of the Veterinary Orthopedic
Society featured a round-table discussion of the TPLO,
which generated both heat and light! The conclusion was
that the procedure seems to work, but more investigation
is needed. Recently published data have shown that
there does not appear to be any significant difference in
the tibial plateau angle between dogs that tear their
cruciate ligaments and those that don’t (7). The tibial
plateau may actually be parallel to the ground in the
standing animal when the normal standing joint angles
are all considered (7), and it could be that what the
TPLO actually does is to rotate the proximal one-third of
the tibia in such a manner that the caudal cruciate liga-
ment becomes the restraint on cranial drawer motion that
the CCL was in the healthy stifle. This may make the cau-
dal cruciate ligament subject to failure with time (8).

As always, Barclay Slocum has us thinking!
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